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EDUCATION 
This department publishes articles, notices, and news on 
programs and courses in history of mathematics, the uses of history 
in mathematics education, historical activities at meetings of 
mathematics teachers, and other matters relating to the place of 
our discipline in academic affairs. 
HISTORY OF MATHEMATICS IN 
THE MATHEMATICS CURRICULUM AT UTRECHT UNIVERSITY 
By H. J. M. BOS, Utrecht University 
For about four years the history of mathematics has had an 
established position in the mathematics curriculum at Utrecht 
University. The mathematics program at Utrecht (ordinarily taking 
five or six years) is concluded by the so-called “doctoraal examen”, 
roughly equivalent to a masters degree, after which most students 
leave the University. Readers of HM may be interested in a short 
survey of the experience with various ways of teaching history 
of mathematics that are being tried out in Utrecht. 
THE MAIN COURSE 
The main course in history of mathematics consists of fif- 
teen weekly lectures of two hours; I give it in alternate years. 
Students can take the course in their second or third year. 
Though it is optional, students who intend to become teachers 
have to take either this course or a course “background of school 
mathematics” [Monna > 19761. In addition to attending the lec- 
tures, students are required to read a book on the history of 
mathematics, to report on their reading and to write a paper. 
The paper can also be written jointly by a group of two or three 
students . In connection with these activities I have several 
personal interviews with the students: to choose the book, to 
hear the report and choose the topic for the paper [l] and to 
discuss the paper. Assessment of the course is based on the 
quality of the paper. 
I have given the course twice (spring 1973 and spring 1975). 
I have not tried to present an overview of the history of mathe- 
matics. Instead I have chosen one or two themes that enable me 
to go into details (selected from primary sources) as well as 
to make more general remarks on the history of mathematics. In 
1973 the themes were quantity and real number, and functions. 
The 1975 course was on the history of the calculus. In each 
course I devote one lecture to the art of writing papers. 
SEMINARS 
Two seminars on historical topics have been organised. In 
each case the seminar was conducted by one or two members of 
staff and by myself. The seminars, optional for students in their 
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third or later years, consisted of 15 weekly sessions of two hours. 
Students worked together in groups of two preparing talks based 
on primary sources, from which excerpts were duplicated and dis- 
tributed to the class. One seminar (spring 1974; Freudenthal 6 
Bos) was on the emergence of rigour in nineteenth century analysis 
(uniform convergence, continuous non-differentiable functions, 
existence theorems for solutions of differential equations, etc.). 
The other (van der Blij, Schellekens E Bos) was on the history 
of geometry from Poncelet to Klein (Poncelet's introduction of 
imaginary elements in geometry, von Staudt's "Wiirfe", Klein's 
Erlanyer Proyramm, Pliicker's classification of curves, etc.). 
Assessment of the students work was on their performance at the 
seminar meetings. 
FINAL YEAR WORK 
Mathematics students at Utrecht devote their final year to 
the study of one theme, in which it is intended that they reach 
"the frontiers of research" and train themselves in independent 
research. It has been decided that the theme for such final 
year work may be a historical one, in which case, however, the 
history must not be less recent than nineteenth century, and links 
with present-day research on the theme must be made. There are 
two supervisors for historical themes, the member of staff under 
whose mathematical competence the theme falls and myself. Two 
students have finished such a theme (one in potential theory and 
one in algebraic number theory with special reference to Kummer's 
ideal numbers). Two others are at the moment involved in this 
kind of work (one on coordinatisation in geometry since von Staudt 
and one on the r61e of Desargues' theorem in geometry). 
As neither the main course, nor the seminars offer a general 
overview of the history of mathematics, students doing a historical 
final year program have to devote part of their time to acquiring 
such an overview and to getting acquainted with standard histories 
of mathematics. For this, the method of "periodization" is used. 
The students are given the (actually impossible) task of con- 
structing a periodization of the history of mathematics in seven 
(or less) periods, with the seven (or less) most important mathe- 
maticians in each period. The arguments for the choice of dividing 
lines and prime personalities have to be made explicit. The 
second part of the task is either to choose another basis of perio- 
dization to avoid the frustrations of the first one (as for in- 
stance the themes within mathematics rather than the mathematicians, 
or the social role of mathematics) or to refine one period from 
the first periodization. Experience with this form of teaching, 
though limited, is very positive. In searching the literature 
with direct questions in mind, and in lively discussions on whom 
to include and where to divide, the students acquire more than 
a passive overview, they also become interested in criteria of 
choice in historiography, the different points of view of his- 
tories of mathematics, and methodological questions in general, 
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RELATED ACTIVITIES 
I may mention some related activities which are not part of 
the curriculum but which do stimulate the interest in history of 
mathematics. There are first of all the occasional lectures on 
topics in the history of mathematics which have been given in 
Utrecht since 1971. These lectures are given by mathematicians 
with interest in the "classics" of their field. A survey of 
themes can be found in an article by Professor Monna [1973a], 
who has greatly stimulated these lectures. The lectures have 
been the birthplace of no less than three books [Van Dalen fr 
Monna 1972; Monna 1973b; Monna 197.51. Then there is the course 
"The Social Function of Mathematics", which I gave in spring 1976 
and is to be given every two years. In that course I take a 
historical approach to the subject, dealing with the development 
of the social function of mathematics in the nineteenth and twenti- 
eth century, as well as with recent (post World War II) develop- 
ments and questions of responsibility of mathematics and mathe- 
maticians. 
The Mathematical Institute has decided that not only its 
teaching but also its research fields should include the history 
of mathematics. This explains my position as historian of mathe- 
matics and full member of staff of the Institute. Research work 
for a doctorate in history of mathematics can also be done at the 
Institute; at the moment one of the temporary members of staff, 
S. B. Engelsman, is preparing a PhD-thesis on a topic from the 
early history of partial differential equations. 
THE POSITION OF HISTORY OF MATHEMATICS IN THE CURRICULUM 
The mathematics curriculum in Utrecht leaves space for op- 
tional courses. The main history of mathematics course and the 
seminar can be chosen as such. It is also possible to take these 
courses as part of a subsidiary subject; either as subsidiary 
subject history of mathematics (main course, seminar, large paper 
in history of mathematics), or as subsidiary subject history and 
social function of mathematics (main course, course "social func- 
tion of mathematics", large paper either in history of mathematics 
or on a topic connected with the social function of mathematics). 
These subsidiary subjects have been created recently. Several 
students are doing them, but none as yet has finished. 
CONCLUSION 
As will be clear from the above, history of mathematics is 
strongly integrated in our mathematics curriculum. This inte- 
gration is further evidenced in the topics for papers which, in 
discussion with the student, are chosen so as to fit his personal 
interest and the context of his mathematics programme. 
The history of mathematics does indeed answer a need which 
many students feel for discussion of the use and the origins of 
mathematics. This aspect is discussed by Professor Scriba [1975], 
and I can only say that experiences in Utrecht confirm his opinion 
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Moreover, history of mathematics has an advantage over mathematics 
itself in that it offers a wide range of adequate topics for 
essays and papers which students can work out independently in an 
early stage of their study. 
The study of mathematics involves a long time of preparatory 
work which is strictly guided and in which the students hardly 
have occasion to pursue self defined interests. Some students 
come to feel unhappy or even rebellious about this. Reporting 
on books and writing papers on topics in the history of mathe- 
matics can give them the excitement of independent discovery as 
well as a fair training in research at an early stage. The great 
advantage of history of mathematics in the mathematics curriculum 
is its flexibility to adjust a choice of relevant and significant 
topics to a great variety of educational situations and personal 
interests. 
NOTE 
1. These topics include, for example: Definitions of real 
numbers by Weierstrass, Cantor, Dedekind and Meray; the history 
of equal temperament; Fermat’s contribution to the differential 
and integral calculus; Argand and Hankel on complex numbers; 
Stevin’s work on perspective; the discovery of irrational ratios; 
quaternions; the history of the computer; the history of the 
discussions on computers and privacy; Plimpton 322, interpretations 
of a clay-tablet. 
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